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A rising tide o f  workers’ struggles, threats 
o f a “rural revolution” against the cities, un­
ions and Labor governm ent, talk o f  form at­
ion o f right-wing vigilante and paramilitary 
groups, an incessant campaign against wage 
rises, unions and the left in the capitalist 
media, and a disoriented Labor government. 
This is the situation in Australia, but not here 
alone. A ll over the capitalist world, the long  
post-war years o f  expansion, boom , and rel­
ative stability are over. The system  has ent­
ered a new period o f  instability which will 
have its ups and downs, but will be long­
term. Already the crisis is threatening to  
topple governm ents and is even upsetting  
the normal workings o f  bourgeois “ dem oc­
racy”.
At no tim e since the depression has the 
capitalist system  globally been in such 
trouble as now . The econom ic crisis to  
which m any factors contribute, is marked 
above all by a rise in the power o f  m ulti­
national and national corporations from  
whose econom ic strength and behaviour 
inflation largely stem s, and by the higher 
prices o f  raw materials, particularly oil, 
as more and m ore third-world suppliers 
assert rights. But the econom ic is not the 
only objective crisis facing the system  nor 
the on ly  problem  exercising people’s minds. 
There are also the ecology/environm ent/ 
resources crisis and growing discontent be­
cause o f it; the crisis o f  pow er relations and 
authority in all social institutions; the crisis
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o f  traditional inter-personal relations ex ­
pressed particularly but not on ly  by the 
w om en ’s liberation m ovem ent, and the cri­
sis o f  ideo logy and values o f the w h ole social 
system  which capitalism has constructed  
around the profit m otive. N one o f  these are 
y et acute, but all are developing, perm anent 
and poten tia lly  explosive.
Thus, the objective contradictions o f  
capitalism , maturing slow ly and in new  ways 
during the period o f post-war expansion, 
are once m ore asserting them selves. Once 
again, capitalist social developm ent will be 
marked by sharp conflict o f social and p olit­
ical forces expressing the strivings o f  con ­
tending classes and interest groups.
Particularly noticeable is the sudden mass 
loss o f  confidence and feeling o f  security so 
im portant to  the normal workings o f  any 
social system  and the continued hegem ony  
o f  its ruling class. This is despite continued  
“prosperity", low  levels o f  unem ploym ent 
com pared w ith pre-war years (before, during 
and after the depression) and, so far at any 
rate, continued if  slower econom ic growth. 
Uncertainty even extends to som e ruling 
class circles, and especially to  som e reformist 
circles -  w itness the deep pessim ism  o f  Willy 
Brandt about the future o f  the West in the 
few  m onths before his resignation as West 
German Chancellor.
The continued decline o f Britain, oldest 
and weakest major capitalist power, contin ­
ues apace. O bjectively, it is a weak link in 
the global system ; subjectively, the socialist 
forces are still weak although growing. The 
m ost significant event so far in the social 
and political crisis o f  British capitalism  has 
been the “ GB 7 5 ” affair. The revelation o f  
a plan to  counter a large, or general, strike 
by an ex-C olonel o f  the Special Air Services, 
and involving top  business executives, shows 
that the system ’s defenders are m obilising to  
m eet the social and political threats which  
m ay arise from  the developing crisis. While 
this rightist m obilisation should not be ex ­
aggerated (and it is possible that there is 
an elem ent o f  scare tactic in media public­
ity  about it) nor should it be underestim ated.
Western Europe is striving desperately to  
save itself by even closer econom ic and p ol­
itical integration, with the leaders o f  the 
tw o m ost pow erful nations, France and 
West Germany, leading the way in seeking 
to  hammer ou t a “ plan” which will over­
com e the h ostility  and com p etition  o f  the 
various national-capital groupings. West 
Germany has emerged as the leading force 
in Western Europe, and also as the most 
stable and m ost viable o f  the western cap­
italist grouping, at least for the m om ent 
inflation is low , reserves and exports are 
high, the econom y sound and the working 
class well-integrated.
The Americans, despite huge investm ents 
in Europe, are “ out in the co ld ” and anyway 
have their ow n preoccupations with internal 
econom ic and political problem s in the post- 
N ixon era and pressing problem s o f  empire 
and police-beat in the various trouble spots 
o f  the third world. One o f  President Ford’s 
major tasks will be to  re-establish the links 
with Europe and Japan w ith the same old  
American dom ination within the imperial­
ist “fam ily” -  a d ifficult task given the 
decline in both  actual and realisable US 
power relative to  Japan and Western Europe.
Watergate reflected a crisis o f  confidence, 
direction and unity w ithin the US ruling 
class. It could not have taken place in the 
pre-Vietnam era when the system  was fun­
ctioning “ norm ally” -  the ruling class 
w ould have been able to  cover up and 
w ould have done so. But Watergate did 
fo llow  the V ietnam  debacle, and in at least 
one sense N ixon joins Johnson as a casualty 
o f V ietnam ’s heroic struggle and its echos 
among the American people. (It is not sur­
prising that the Pentagon Papers affair 
should have intruded into Watergate via 
the sordid raid on the o ffice  o f  Ellsberg’s 
psychiatrist. The workings o f  capitalist 
power structures exposed by the Pentagon  
Papers provided a “ m odel” for the journal­
istic investigation o f  Watergate.)
All left com m entators have pointed to  
the unfortunate fact that the absence o f  an 
effective mass left force m eant that the 
Watergate crisis was w ithin the ruling class 
and not m atched by a sifnilar crisis for that 
class. This dem onstrates once again the d iff­
erence betw een “ objective” and “ subjective”
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aspects o f  the social process and betw een  
“ objective” and “ subjective' crises. The syst­
em can have all the objective troubles and 
crises in the world, but these are not inevit­
ably reflected in the m inds o f the people, 
and if  they are not there will be no revolut­
ionary developm ent.
Then there is the growth in w ealth and 
power o f  the Arab oil producers, w ith the 
m ulti-nationals lurking in the background. 
There is a com plete reversal in the current 
account reserves situation betw een these 
nations and the advanced capitalist world, 
while Kuwait and Iran have becom e the arb­
iters o f Britain’s im m ediate fate and are 
rapidly gaining an im portant econom ic hold  
on its future via a share in the North Sea oil. 
The world m onetary system  has been dis­
located b y  massive flow s o f  reserves to  the 
oil producers and aw ay from  the industrial 
nations, and this could  even bring down, or 
make a farce of, the w hole system .
Internationally and nationally, bourgeois 
politicians are desperately seeking to resolve 
the above problem s and find a new  equilib­
rium for the system . However, the problems 
stem  m ore chan ever from  the system  as a 
w hole, that is, from  the tota lity  o f  social 
relations. Y et they seek solutions w ithin the 
system  and to  preserve it, thus guaranteeing 
that the “ solu tions” will at best be tem por­
ary, partial and patchy. Increasingly, it is the 
whole system  which needs “ doctoring”.
This root o f  the crisis in the very nature 
o f  the system , and the consequent inability 
o f those w h o insist on working within it to  
find perm anent solutions, together ensure 
that the crisis will be enduring and “insol­
uble”, Certainly, there will be temporary 
recoveries, perhaps even transitory equilib- 
period will be instability and continuing  
crisis, varying only in intensity and scope.
It is possible that at som e future date a 
new point o f  stability and expansion simil­
ar to  the post-war years will be found. This 
is unlikely, if  only because o f  the ecology/re­
sources crisis which on  m ost analyses will 
com e to  a head som e tim e around the end 
o f the century. In any case, the m ost likely 
form  o f  a new  equilibrium  w ould be “ corp­
orate fascism ” -  outright dom ination o f
the m ulti-nationals via authoritarian rule 
or fascism . Hardly “ stability".
In Australia, as in m ost other capitalist 
states, working class and mass consciousness 
lags behind objective developm ents. Despite 
loss o f  confidence in the system , reformist 
thinking and solutions still dom inate work­
ers’ m inds. Individual solutions rather than 
class and social solutions are the m ost pop­
ular -  indeed the econom ic m ilitancy o f  
m any workers is based on a realisation that 
those w ho fight hardest get the biggest slice 
o f cake. U nfortunately, this tactical truth 
is seen more from  within the structures and 
values o f  the capitalist system  than from  an 
alternative, socialist perspective.
The key to  the outcom e o f  capitalism ’s 
difficu lties will be the role o f  the working 
class and other oppressed strata. Whether 
these together can develop a socialist con­
sciousness, see the need to overthrow the 
system  and be prepared to take decisive act­
ion towards these ends, or whether they will 
remain trapped w ithin  the system ’s struct­
ures, ideas and values will decide the future 
course o f  events. Political passivity and con ­
tinued hegem ony o f  capitalist ideas and 
further decline o f  human society  or com bat- 
ivity around a clear alternative program for 
socialism  -  this is the basic choice confront­
ing workers and all those w hose real inter­
ests lie in the system ’s overthrow. Which 
choice they make will largely determ ine 
the future o f Western society.
With this in m ind it is instructive to ex ­
amine the policies and actions o f  the Labor 
governm ent and o f  the various groupings 
and tendencies w ithin it and the labor m ove­
m ent as a w hole. For if it is true that in the 
long term  the choice o f  the working class 
will be a key factor, it is also true that the 
clash o f  policies, programs and ideologies 
within the political and industrial leader­
ship o f the labor m ovem ent is the key to  
im m ediate events.
The bourgeoisie is well aware o f  this 
and the capitalist media have been a study  
as they conduct a ceaseless and well-directed  
campaign against the unions, the l e f t , and 
the left in the governm ent. Editorial after
5
editorial in recent weeks, while in m ost cases 
being designed to undermine Labor's credib­
ility  and prepare the way for the return o f  
Liberal-Country Party rule (the possible ex­
ception  being ‘The Australian’), also hedge 
the bourgeoisie’s bets by seeking to  pressure 
the governm ent further to the right and to  
adopt a full-blooded, openly pro-capitalist, 
course. Heaps o f advice are given to  the 
governm ent as a whole, but there are also 
special and open appeals to  the right, and 
m ost pointedly to Whitlam. They fear the 
recent rise o f Cairns (due to his superiority 
over Whitlam in econom ic m a tters) -  but 
th ey  d on ’t fear Cairns all that m uch. He is 
not vilified nearly so much as when he was 
out o f  pow er and leading Moratorium mar­
ches in Bourke Street, and is even quite pop­
ular in som e business circles. In exam ining  
the reasons for this, and in analysing the 
p olicy  clashes within the labor m ovem ent 
it is useful to  look at the evolution o f  Cairns 
and the dilemmas he faces in the present 
situation.
It w ould be easy to take Gough Whitlam  
as the mark for an analysis o f  the ideology  
and policies o f  reformism. Yet W hitlam’s 
stand and policies are no surprise - - the best 
that could ever be said for him  is that he has 
an enlightened view and takes a liberal stand 
on som e social questions such as abortion and 
hom osexuality. He has always been the per­
fect centre-right, technocratic reform ist, for 
w h om  the exercise o f  pow er w ithin  the sys­
tem  (and the attainm ent o f  lim ited ends) is 
the main aim in life. A revealing remark o f  
his (published about tw o years ago in ‘Nation  
R eview ’) to  the chief GMH E xecutive was to  
the effect that the trouble with people like 
Laurie Carmichael was that th ey  could never 
“ make it” higher up the system ’s ladder (and 
so could not be tamed and integrated). That 
people m ight have quite other aims in life  
besides self-advancem ent appears strange to  
such a perfect “ politician” as Whitlam. In a 
real crunch, there is little doubt about which  
w ay Whitlam would go. He has not yet per­
sonally indulged in “ union bashing” but his 
setting up o f  Egerton to  do so shows his in­
clination.
Much more revealing o f the plight o f  sin­
cere and honest reformism in the face o f  the
system ’s problem s is the evolution and pres­
ent stance o f  Jim Cairns. In the m id-sixties he 
was a critic o f  the perform ance o f  the first 
Wilson Labor governm ent in Britain and 
said he hoped a future ALP government 
would not take the same course. Despite 
this he now  finds him self in a very similar 
position to that o f  W ilson’s earlier govern­
m ent -  and every day finds him closer to  
responding in the same w ay that Wilson’s 
and other reform ist governm ents did and do..
Events and the logic o f  the system  have 
overtaken Cairns, just as they have m ost o f  
the governm ent members. The heady days 
o f the first few  m onths follow ing Labor’s 
election in Decem ber 197 2  are over. The 
reforming and renovating work on the social 
shambles left by tw entythree years o f Lib­
eral rule has now  run in to  a basic obstacle: 
the workings o f  the capitalist econom y. In 
early 1973  it was easy to  adopt a “radical” 
and liberal posture, and set out to  right the 
wrongs left over from  the era o f  conservative 
dom ination. But in 1974  the room  for man­
oeuvre has been drastically reduced by prob­
lems which are virtually outside government 
control, since they lie basically in the econ­
om ic system . And the possib ility  o f wors­
ening crisis, and o f  a political crisis arising 
out o f  the econom ic and social ones, threat­
ens to cut the manoeuvre space even further.
Basic choices have to  be made. The int­
erests o f  business and workers cannot be so 
easily “harm onised” as a >ear ago, when  
both profits and real wages were rising. Pol­
icies now  have to favour one or the other.
And the sad fact is that Cairns, despite mis­
givings and reluctance, seem s to  be follow ing  
in the footstep s o f  Whitlam, Cameron and 
Crean: rather than take a stand against big 
business and profits, they join or fail to  
com bat the media campaign that “ wage 
rises cause inflation".
In recent weeks, Cairns has made a numb­
er o f  speeches to business leaders, stockhold­
ers and econom ists which reflect an almost 
com plete acceptance o f the fram ework set 
by the system  and consequently he is red­
uced to the measures which are “possible” .
Speaking to  “ business and financial 
leaders” in Sydney on August 26 , he said
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that “workers must accept wage restraints 
because fast-rising incom es were now  the 
key factor in in flation”. ( ‘The Australian’, 
August 27). Further: “ U nions have to  
understand that advances beyond certain 
points in incom es can on ly  be achieved 
at the expense o f  their fellow -unionists  
and the old, weak and defenceless p eo p le .” 
It is doubtful whether Cairns has any 
proof o f  the first statem ent -  indeed the 
advice he reportedly received from  Charles 
Levinson, secretary-general o f  the Inter­
national Federation o f  Chemical and 
General Workers’ Union, was that “modern 
inflation is a virus carried by the m ulti­
national corporations” . It w ould be inter­
esting to  see whether Cairns could pro­
duce evidence showing that the division  
o f wealth betw een capital and labor had 
altered in the latter’s favour -  which one 
would expect were his contention  true.
But in any case, his second statem ent 
shows that Cairns accepts the existing  
division o f  wealth. Unions can on ly  ach­
ieve gains at the expense o f  other workers 
and exp loited  people -  there is no thought 
given to  the possibility that living condit­
ions o f all workers could be improved at 
the expense o f  profits. One need only  
take the profits o f R oyal Dutch Shell -  
$250  m illion in the first three m onths o f  
o f  1974! -- to  see the possibilities. Yet 
Cairns, although he speaks o f  the m ulti­
national and national corporations in 
other contexts, has virtually never m ent­
ioned their soaring profits.
Moreover, Cairns is com ing close to  a 
laissez-faire, pluralist solution to the prob­
lems. In his speeches, pow erful unions are 
compared to  pow erful m ulti-nationals and 
both apportioned “ blam e” for inflation.
In his August 26  address, he said that he 
didn’t want the governm ent “ to inter­
vene in the system  any more than necess­
ary”. He hadn’t wanted governm ents to  
intervene against dem onstrations about 
Vietnam, and now  he didn’t want inter­
vention “against unions or business” .
Apart from  the false parallel betw een  
dem onstrations (a dem ocratic right) and 
the substantial workings o f  the system  
which clearly need and warrant planning
and “intervention” , this remark (repeat­
ed in different form  in later speeches) 
shows tw o things: an acceptance o f  bus­
iness as a legitim ate “ interest group”, an 
equation o f  business with unions, and an 
alm ost utopian wish for a return to  laiss­
ez-faire market conditions where problem s 
were solved by the interplay o f  interest 
groupings and "m arket” forces.
Y et Cairns is n o t unaware that the syst­
em is the basic cause o f inflation and 
other problems. In the above-quoted add­
ress he spoke o f this and said there was a 
need to reshape the system, but that this 
cou ld n ’t be done because o f resistance and 
conservatism  in the com m unity. And here 
lies the basic explanation for Cairns’ p o lic­
ies and behaviour. Although retaining gen­
uine socialist ideals, he cannot even see 
the way clear to substantially reshaping 
the existing system , let alcne attaining 
socialism. Therefore, his response is to  
work to  achieve what he can from within, 
no m atter how  lim ited these achievem ents  
m ight be.
This is m ost clearly expressed in his 
further interview with ‘Digger’ (No. 36). 
Speaking o f unions that criticise the gov­
ernm ent and d on ’t accept the present 
distribution o f incom e, he says: “I’m talk­
ing in term s o f simple econom ic facts.
You can ’t change the distribution o f  inc­
om e so that it will im pose conditions  
on GM or BHP that they w o n ’t accept.
They will close dow n or reduce activities 
and put people off, and we can’t have 
unem ploym ent. We w ill go out if we have 
unem ploym ent. The point is that I ’m not 
just saying that wage increases o f  25  per 
cent a year can spill over into inflation.
I am also saying that they can cause unem ­
ploym ent .......it w o n ’t be GM or BHP that
will lose the next election, it will be us.....
Well, m aybe it d oesn ’t matter that much. 
What I am pointing out is the consequences, 
whatever one thinks o f  them .”
This reflects both  Cairns’ understanding 
o f  the dom inance o f  capital and the profit 
rate in the workings o f  capitalist society, 
and his blindness and capitulation to the 
interests and pow er involved. Blindness
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because, in fact we have unem ploym ent  
now  which can lead to the governm ent’s 
defeat. Capitulation to  the dem ands and 
needs o f  capital will neither save the gov­
ernm ent nor serve the workers it claims 
to  represent.
The fundam ental problem  is therefore 
one o f  general outlook  and strategic or­
ientation. And indeed the general ideas 
and principles governing Cairns’ specific  
policies and behaviour may be found in 
his general writings on society -- specific­
ally in “ The Quiet R evolution” . In this he 
puts forward in various places an alm ost 
classic rationalisation and justification  for 
the reform ist approach to  social change. 
Many o f  the analyses and ideas put for­
ward in this book would be agreed to  by 
revolutionary socialists -  indeed they are 
not particularly original, m ost being basic 
to  socialist and/or new  left thought. Per­
haps the only real surprise is that som eone  
so high in the ALP should put them  for­
ward -  a credit to  Cairns’ integrity and 
beliefs. However, the flaw in his w hole  
theory o f social change and consequent 
political strategy emerges when he says 
on the second last page o f  the book:
“ Those w ho seek pow er in capital­
ism today, by whatever means, are 
lim ited to  what the working class 
the people, will accept. Starting 
from  there the first concern m ust 
be to  obtain pow er wherever it 
can be got, but to  work all the 
tim e to advance the people to  a 
higher stage o f  understanding 
and participation in econom ic, 
social and political life. It is only  
by actual participation that real 
pow er can be obtained by the 
p eop le .”
This thought is repeated in m ore co n ­
crete form  in an interview Cairns gave to  
‘Digger’ (N o. 32) soon after being elected  
D eputy Prime Minister:
“Well, I d on ’t want to see the recent 
Australian governm ent tackle more 
than it can effectively politically  
digest. And I think that we have to  
do a lo t o f education, education o f  
public opinion, before we can digest
much m ore than the present p osit­
ion the Prime Minister has tak en .”
(on  US military bases in Australia).
And further on:
“ I d o n ’t think a governm ent can 
ever get very far ahead o f  the
m a sses ......... ”
No serious socialist could disagree that 
it is necessary to win the m ajority o f  people 
to socialist ideas before the pow er o f  cap­
italism can be broken, to  “ed u cate” them  
and involve them  in experiences which  
will help them  change. Nor w ould  revol­
utionary socialists believe that small elite 
groups or governm ent can achieve change 
“ahead” o f  the masses.
Nor should they overestim ate the level 
o f working class consciousness nor under­
estim ate the difficu lties o f  changes, esp­
ecially in a country like Australia.
But what IS wrong is the conclusion  
Cairns draws from  these general truths, 
the way he puts the issues and his whole 
conception  o f  the way social change occurs.
Essentially, Cairns puts forward a grad­
ualist and determ inist view  w hich treats 
mass opinion as a slow ly changing entity  
w ith “laws o f  evo lu tion ” all its ow n, virt­
ually im m une to outside influences. There 
is little consideration o f  the role o f  
conscious socialist forces w ho can utilise 
social conditions to win people to a 
radically different world view. The soc­
ialists are from  the very start “ lim ited to  
what the working class, the people, will 
accept”.
Cairns goes even further in his determ ­
inism, subscribing to a technological d et­
erminist view:
“ The working class, the peop le, are o f  
decisive im portance in the struggle 
for a better society and against a bad 
one. But it is o f equal im portance to  
realise that results depend upon the 
actual conditions o f  life, and these 
conditions are changed m ainly by tech­
nical developm ent. Technical change 
is now  producing a new typ e o f  
people -  humane, non-violent, rad­
ical and ‘cultured’.” (“The Quiet 
R evolution” , p. 170).
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N o marxist w ould deny the im portance 
o f  the “ actual conditions o f  life" in shap­
ing consciousness, nor the im portant role 
o f  technical change in altering these cond­
itions. But the sum total o f  Cairns' above 
statem ents adds up to a view which dow n ­
grades the role o f the “ conscious elem en t” 
in social change -  the role o f  political 
actors w ith a world view  and the willing­
ness to  fight for it. In an analysis typical 
o f  reform ist determ inism , Cairns sees 
the political actors as circum scribed by 
what the mass o f peop le are “ready” for, 
and that what they will “accep t” is in 
turn determ ined by “actual conditions  
o f  life” which ultim ately depends “m ainly” 
on “technical change”.
Thus in the end socialists w h o want 
change are at the m ercy o f  changes in tech­
nique and techn ology -  or m ore generally, 
at the m ercy o f  gradual social changes in 
which they play little part. A  clearer exp os­
ition o f  the traditional rationalisation for 
reformism w ould be harder to find.
Yet this view  is in som e senses contra­
dicted by statem ents Cairns m akes just one  
page later in his book . On the last page o f  
the book he sets ou t the tasks o f  those 
w ho want change:
“T hey m ust take pow er when it can 
be w on but remember that their 
main role and purpose is to  advance 
the understanding and effectiveness  
o f the people. There is no other way 
to reach a good society, revolutionary 
or otherwise.
“Involved in these conclusions are at 
least tw o factors! An im pelling need  
for people to  take responsibility for 
what they do and for what is done; 
and confidence in reason strong en­
ough to  overcom e the appalling d iff­
iculties always in the way o f  progress.”
In the abstract these statem ents seem to  
restore the role o f  conscious social forces 
and the need for these to  work actively to  
“ transform the p eo p le”. But the real test 
o f  which view Cairns places m ost em phasis 
on are his ow n statem ents and actions in 
government. The interview in ‘Digger’ and 
his recent econom ic policy  statem ents 
show clearly that the need to  “ transform  
the p eop le” has been far outw eighed by 
the consideration o f  “what is p ossib le”.
And this basic orientation has led to Cairns
becom ing more and more the prisoner o f  
the system  -  so m uch so that he can in one 
day (August 26) speak out against “ the old  
Draconian m eth od s” o f solving inflation - 
unem ploym ent etc. - and a few  days later 
(Septem ber 9) announce that the govern­
m en t’s policies to  slow inflation  and econ ­
om ic crisis w ould lead to unem ploym ent!
Cairns has becom e one m ore exam ple o f  
a sincere reform ist setting out to  use the 
system  to  good ends becom ing trapped by 
the very logic o f  that initial choice. The 
im portant question remains as to  what real 
choice som eone like Cairns has -  is there 
an alternative?
Ironically, Cairns’ ow n experience with  
the anti-war m ovem ent shows that there 
is another way, that socialists and radicals 
w ith principles and ideals are not lim ited  
to  what the people will “accep t” at any 
given m om ent but can seek to change, by  
propaganda and action, the things which  
are or are not “acceptable”. Then out o f  
power, Cairns, along with a then  small 
band o f  socialists and other radicals, took  
a principled stand and fought ou t the issues 
surrounding the Vietnam  war, am ongst the 
people. He did not accept their initial rac­
ism, jingoism  and blind follow ing o f  ruling 
class propaganda, but struggled courageous­
ly and intelligently to change their opinions. 
The battle was hard, but because the cond­
itions were right (America’s inability to  
win the war because o f  the skill and heroism  
o f  the Vietnam ese) it was won, and m ore­
over brought him the recognition and stand­
ing he has today.
But he does not apply the lessons learnt 
in that campaign to the current situation. 
A dm ittedly, the present problem s are great 
and com plex, since they bear on  the much  
wider issues o f the whole structure and 
nature o f  society. Yet precisely because o f  
that the opportunities are also m uch wider 
if  only they are seized upon and utilised. 
However, Cairns’ choice o f  political strat­
egy n ow  virtually precludes him  from  taking 
those opportunities unless he is prepared 
to set ou t boldly to  propagandise socialist 
solutions and build a mass base for social­
ism -  using his present position but being 
prepared to  go outside it if  necessary.
U nfortunately, the signs are that he is 
becom ing m ore and m ore the prisoner o f  
the system , more and more its manager 
and m ore and m ore identified with and
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discredited by it. All this fo llow s the logic 
o f  his belief that, since socialism is not on  
the agenda, one must opt for the on ly  
alternative: to work for whatever can be 
achieved within the system.
Undoubtedly, Cairns has used his position  
o f  pow er to  som e useful ends. He can and 
does use his position to help people to allev­
iate som e excesses o f  the system . Yet, rec­
alling the Cairns o f  the Moratorium days, it 
is surprising just how  little his m uch greater 
pow er can in fact be used, not to  speak o f  
the weakness o f  his will to  use it. The exam ­
ple o f  his unwillingness to make a sharp break 
w ith the now  overthrown Salazar regime in 
Portugal and with South Africa shows this.
In m any ways Cairns in pow er has less room  
to  manoeuvre, less ability to  fight for and 
achieve a radical change in policy, than Cairns 
out o f  power. This is in part due to  his ow n  
pessim ism  as to  the possibilities in the situat­
ion, but is also due to  the constraints which  
the system  places on anyone w h o chooses  
to  use it for their ow n ends. I f y o u  choose not 
to  work for the winning o f a basic mass force 
against the system  and for socialism , then not 
on ly  does this very choice reinforce the sys­
tem  itself, acting as a self-fulfilling prophecy, 
but it also leads inexorably to  m ore com ­
prom ises and a drift to the right.
And, indeed, this has clearly happened to  
Cairns, who is now  m ore used by than using 
the system . In his period as Minister for 
Secondary Industry, Cairns achieved remark­
able popularity in business circles, no doubt 
due to  his ability and efficien cy, and m ost 
im portantly to his identification w ith the 
cause o f  Australian capital against the m ulti­
nationals and foreign capital. As D eputy  
Prime Minister, he has, by virtue o f  Whit- 
'am ’s ignorance o f  econom ics, becom e more
powerful. Y et he is m ore the victim  than 
the master o f  that pow er as seen from his 
current policies.
I do not wish to  give the im pression that 
Cairns is a helpless victim  o f  the system, un­
able to do anything else. If that were so, he 
could scarcely be criticised excep t for being 
there at all. The fact is he could do better, 
even given all the constraints placed on him  
by the system  and by the centre-right maj­
ority in Cabinet and Caucus. He could have 
done better on relations w ith South  Africa 
and Portugal. And he could publicly slam 
the m ulti-nationals and local m onopolies 
instead o f unions and workers. This is the 
way to  carry out the task o f  “transforming 
the p eo p le”, not to  reinforce bourgeois 
ideological hegem ony, the im portance o f  
which for the system ’s functioning he knows, 
(as shown by his book) by joining their 
propaganda campaign.
N ot unexpectedly, Cairns is the prisoner 
o f his ow n reformist beliefs and strategic 
choices made on the basis o f  those beliefs. 
Future possibility o f  a change in these can­
not altogether be excluded, though the 
direction o f developm ent is at present 
quite the other way. The task o f  the left, 
o f  course, is precisely to  set ou t to  change 
workers’ consciousness by explaining  
the real roots o f the growing crisis.
The strategic principles on which this 
effort should be based I have attem pted to  
set out in the previous ALR. The difficu l­
ties are many, com pounded by the small­
ness and fragm entation o f  the left, but the 
opportunities are great also. Whatever the 
result o f  the com ing class struggles, history, 
theory and com m on sense alike say that 
the attem pt to  build an independent mass 
force for socialism is the essential direction  
o f  effort.
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